It is perhaps ironic that a Marxist state such as the former German Democratic Republic (GDR), which rejected all notions of divinity and the supernatural, should have paid so much attention to the history of the sixteenth-century Reformation.
1
In the GDR's search to construct a viable, Marxist-based historical discipline that was distinct from, and in opposition to its Western 'bourgeois' variant, Engels' work acquired a special status. However, in the GDR, the Reformation era was more than just a topic of historiographical interest; it can be seen to have constituted an important foundation myth for this Communist state. Recently, scholars have begun to focus more closely on the cultural significance of political myths for modern states.
While formerly political myths were perceived rather prosaically as fictions, propaganda or simply lies, they have in the last few years been viewed in a more sophisticated light. They are increasingly recognised as essential elements in creating collective identities within states, especially Communist ones.
2 Political myths can be defined as accessible, simplified historical narratives that transmit information about the origins, meaning and political destiny of regimes. People are politically integrated 2 and provided with common bonds and a sense of collective memory by such mythsmyths which help to legitimate and provide essential support and stability for a state. 3 Myth-making was especially important in new Communist societies in order to instil into the people the requisite socialist consciousness. The GDR regime, in particular, remorselessly utilised mythic versions of the past for the political ends of consciousness-raising. It must be remembered that East Germany's leaders were aiming to impose a Communist system on a defeated people who had witnessed twelve years of Nazi rule. Nazism had been totally hostile to Communism, and the imposition of a Marxist ideology on the populous consequently faced almost insurmountable hurdles. The core of East German's Communist doctrine derived from a dogmatic version of Marxist-Leninism that had been formulated during Stalin's Russian dictatorship. This stressed that history evolved through a series of class struggles; it was put to the working classes that it was now their special task, under the direction of the Party (which represented the proletariats' 'true' interests), to establish eventually a classless, Communist society. 4 Political myths surrounding the foundations of the GDR state were constantly used and manipulated by the Party élite to secure the people's allegiance and direct their attitudes towards a Marxist-Leninist viewpoint. Myths appeared to be particularly suitable for the task of moulding political mentalities. The potential for transforming permanently a people's political thought processes was, obviously, greater if citizens took seriously and embraced the ideology embedded in specific state-supporting myths. 5 The present paper will focus specifically on those forms of state myth-building associated with the sixteenth-century Reformation era that the GDR regime produced throughout its forty-year existence. Historical myths involving the Reformation were expressed in numerous ways: history books, jubilee anniversaries and celebrations, 3 films, museum displays, panoramic paintings, and even school text-books. While reference will be made to this variety of cultural forms, the main concern will be on the Marxist Reformation historiography, because historians were some of the principal architects in the construction of myths that aimed at improving GDR citizens' socialist historical awareness.
The search was for a foundation myth that could legitimate the newlyestablished East German Marxist state and provide it with its own revolutionary
heritage. This led inevitably to the dramatic early-sixteenth-century event when the lower orders had struggled against feudal oppression: the German Peasant War of 1525. The peasants' rebellion could easily be portrayed as the German people's first radical attempt to transform society. Although the Peasant War had ended in defeat, the culturally constructed 'foundation myth' of the GDR invoked the idea that the sixteenth-century peasants' aims of building a free, just and peaceful society had eventually been realised with the founding of the new state in 1949. 6 At a Party At the conference, the main issues for discussion were the thirty-four theses proposed by Max Steinmetz, a leading medievalist. 18 He argued persuasively that the events between 1476 and 1535 constituted an early bourgeois revolution and that its two essential components were the Reformation and the Peasant War:
'' The first great action of the rising bourgeoisie '' (Engels) in Germany reached its highpoint in the it was never completely abandoned and was still being used to characterise the Reformation era in 1989. 24 The early-bourgeois-revolution thesis remained crucial for the GDR regime, since it helped to define systematically a Marxist, materialist approach to history that was distinct from the 'bourgeois', idealist interpretations dominant among its Western rivals in the Federal Republic. Religious history was especially useful in sharply defining the differences between the historical interpretations in the two Germanies. Instead of examining the Reformation from a traditional Western theological perspective, the GDR historians focused -often it must be said extremely reductively -on religion's economic and social dimensions.
For the East Germans, the Reformation was transformed from a theological struggle into a socio-economic conflict.
It is necessary to place briefly the elaboration of the Theses specifically in the context of contemporary East/West German relations because, in the GDR, history and politics were never far apart. 25 Honecker described Luther as 'one of the greatest sons of the German people'
and 'one of the most significant humanists who strove for a better world'. 34 This was a far cry from the 1950s' Marxist assessment of Luther as class traitor and coward.
Luther was not the only famous German historical figure to be co-opted into the service of the GDR's progressive cultural tradition. Goethe was given similar accolades to Luther, and was also recruited into East Germany's humanist heritage.
He was described by Honecker in an almost identical manner to Luther as 'the brave champion of a militant humanism, for a just and enlightened social order …'.
35
During the Anniversary Celebrations, the influential East Berlin historian Gerhard
Brendler played a key rôle in the mediation of the Luther myth to the public. He produced a detailed Luther biography that developed further the more nuanced portrait of the reformer which had been initially outlined in Zschäbitz's revisionist 14 study. Brendler stressed that Luther was motivated by a genuine religious impulse and he produced a 'theological revolution' which was the first radical challenge to the feudal Church's hegemony. 36 Luther's protest 'opened the way for uniting with the new theology the interests of forces opposing the established authority'. 37 The reformer's main contribution to the revolutionary process was to offer a religious ideology that corresponded with the bourgeoisie's requirements. Essentially, Brendler the urge to engage in productive and purposeful work, the necessity to abolish the exploitation of human labour for profit, the need to preserve and protect the family, and the indispensability of virtues such as diligence, industry, thrift and a sense of duty. 38 The final sentence suggested that, by the early sixteenth century, Luther had already prescribed all the essential qualities required of the conformist, loyal, obedient GDR citizen. Only marginal references were made in Thesis Six to politically sensitive issues such as Luther's condemnation of peasant rebellion.
In order to disseminate further the new Luther image to GDR citizens,
Brendler acted as historical adviser to a five-part filmed dramatisation of the reformer's life that was broadcast on East German television in 1983. 39 Here Luther was robustly portrayed by the eminent GDR actor, Ulrich Thein, as a hero of his age. struggle. 41 The museum contained weapons, models and documents associated with 1525. Significantly, the museum was housed in a former church, the Kornmarktkirche where loyal GDR citizens could make a secular rather than a religious pilgrimage to learn more about one of their country's greatest heroes. This building seemed a particularly suitable location, for it was rumoured that ammunition for the peasant rebels had been cast from the church's melted-down bronze bells. 46 Blickle similarly viewed the conflict in the context of feudal oppression and suggested that it was provoked by 'a process of intensification of lordship'. 47 Blickle also emphasised something that East German Marxists had constantly stressed: the close links between the Reformation and the Peasant War.
Most Western scholars failed to see any connections between the two events, preferring instead to view the Reformation primarily as a theological occurrence totally divorced from social issues. Although Blickle's work endorsed the East German claim that the Reformation and Peasants War were related, it needs to be emphasised that he did not subscribe to the view that both events were part of a single early bourgeois revolutionary process. For Blickle, the Peasant War was not part of a 18 general Marxist bourgeois revolution concerned with the transition from feudalism to early capitalism; it represented instead a more specific political revolution of the common man in town and countryside. Discontented and alienated social groups (peasants, soldiers, miners, the urban lower orders) wanted an end to feudal subjugation and demanded definite political rights. In Blickle's 'common man's revolution', the Reformation was closely linked to the popular rebellion because the religious doctrines of the reformers provided the common people with a legitimating ideology for revolt: 'To implement 'godly'[Reformation] law, whatever the peasants may have understood by it in detail, became the aim of the revolution'. 48 The rebels used Reformation religious arguments to criticise feudalism, and they hoped to conquer oppression and create a new, more egalitarian society with the aid of a biblically-inspired notion of Divine Justice.
Blickle's perceptive study did not, then, wholeheartedly confirm East German approaches. However, he did endeavour to bridge the gap between the rival interpretations in both states by considering seriously issues explored primarily by 
